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Johanna Hanink,
The Classical Debt: Greek Antiquity in an Era of Austerity.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017. Pp. xiv + 337. Cloth
(ISBN 978-0-674-97154-7) $29.95.
In summer 2017, just as Johanna Hanink’s book, The Classical Debt, was hitting the
shelves, a pop song was making waves in Greece. The lyrics of this song, Mantissa,
tell of a lover who consults a fortune-teller (mantissa) about her relationship. The
tune is catchy, the words are full of hope, and in the midst of economic crisis, this
upbeat song captivated many.
The artist of Mantissa is a young Greek woman named Marina Satti, daughter
of a Sudanese refugee. The video, shot in the heart of Athens, eschews ancient monuments in favor of the colorfully grafittoed, gritty streets of the modern city, through
which Satti and a vibrant group of women dance, streets populated by vendors selling wares to locals, by locals having coffee with friends. It is difficult to spot a tourist,
and you will not see any of the city’s ancient sites; indeed, you might not even realize
the city is Athens. Yet even here in Satti’s modern song, the ancient Greek past is
present: mantissa is an intentional reference to the Pythia, a priestess who interpreted the prophecies of the Delphic oracle. (Satti draws attention to this reference in an
interview with Joanna Kakissis: http://www.npr.org/2017/08/16/543693000/a-greeksummer-hit-fills-a-generation-with-hope. Kakissis’ reporting on the effects of the
economic crisis, much of it with NPR, is not to be missed).
Through its mix of modern and ancient, Mantissa exemplifies aspects of the
“classical debt” that Johanna Hanink unpacks in her new book, cleverly subtitled
“Greek antiquity in an era of austerity.” The “era of austerity” is the current economic crisis in Greece, which Hanink juxtaposes with questions about the debt that
Greece today owes to a classical past, and the debt that other cultures, both past and
present, owe to Greece. Overall, it is a deeply thoughtful exploration, penned by a
scholar who speaks Greek, has lived in Greece, and is a professor of classical antiquity. In other words, Hanink is well positioned to undertake a project that considers
Greek debt, fiscal and figurative, from multiple angles.
The bulk of the book is a quick history of a complex debt, arranged chronologically, with two major stops: fifth-century Athens and the period from the seven— 53 —

teenth century to the present. After an introductory chapter, Hanink takes us back
to ancient Athens to explore how this city “built its brand” as savior of the Greeks
against barbarous Persia (Chapter Two). Such efforts by Athens ranged from the
architecture of the Acropolis, with its many monuments that celebrate victory, to
funeral orations delivered for the city’s war dead that proclaim Athens to be not just
a model, but the model, for all Greeks. In these orations in particular, Hanink observes, Athens shows glimmers of anxiety about its illustrious ancestors, about living
up to their example, about “making Athens great again.” So begins the complex debt
to the Greek past.
Hanink then jumps to the modern period to explore how travelers in the seventeenth and late eighteenth centuries visited Greece in search of a glorious ideal of
the ancient past, only to feel disappointment (Chapter Three). Next, she considers
how Greeks and other Europeans worked to establish an independent Greek nation, culminating in the Greek War of Independence (1821-32), with the intention
that this new nation would map onto and draw directly from the traditions of ancient Greek city-states (Chapter Four). Finally, she traces how, over the nearly two
centuries since Greek independence, Greece has grown—not without compromise
and struggle under the control of various foreign powers and interests—to become
a member of the Eurozone in 2002, to host the 2004 Olympic Games, to open a
spectacular new Acropolis Museum in 2009, and then, just six months later, to begin
to face staggering economic hardship that continues to the present day (Chapter
Five). Chapters Six and Seven offer insightful discussion of the insidious and often
damaging ways that Greeks have been viewed as the direct (frequently inferior)
descendants of illustrious classical ancestors, and, perhaps most powerfully, how so
many of us outside of Greece are complicit in this process. Hanink concludes with a
short epilogue that suggests ways forward for educators.
Overall, the book opens up many productive avenues for reflection. Chapter
Seven is especially strong in this regard. Here Hanink draws together historical
threads of the “fraught triangular relationship among the West, classical antiquity,
and modern Greece” (242) to remind us how we got where we are. And she urges us
to consider where we are going in the future by posing difficult questions, such as:
“[T]o whom does Greek antiquity belong? To which Greeks do citizens of the West
supposedly owe a classical debt? Who are the debt’s creditors, and just what is the
nature of the repayment obligation?” (243). There are no easy answers, but she does
suggest that the classical debt “could be construed as a debt owed [to the Greeks
primarily] for centuries of destruction that other people’s dreams of the ancient past
have wrought” (270-71). Anyone who studies classical antiquity, whether profession— 54 —

ally or as a passing interest, needs to be aware of the impact that our perspectives and
our expectations continue to have on Greece today.
I have but minor criticisms to offer. One of the boldest claims of the book is
that the idea that “Greeks of the past were better” originated in classical Athens (as
stated most forcefully on p. 69: “…classical Athens really is where the idea started”).
This I do not find persuasive: I am not sure that the Athenians, in expressing this
anxiety, were doing anything that other Greeks of the ancient past wouldn’t have
understood; the notion is evident in very early Greek literature, such as the Works
and Days, where Hesiod bemoans a decline from the heroic past to his present day.
The Epilogue, where Hanink offers concrete suggestions to educators for how to
lend “a more critical ear” to our rhetoric about ancient Greece, is helpful but frustratingly brief. I would have appreciated more suggestions from someone who is an
educator and has thought long and hard about the classical debt. In this regard, I was
surprised not to see the website Eidolon mentioned in the Epilogue. Hanink herself
has published in this venue, whose articles have shed much light on ways that the
ancient past has been misconstrued and misused.
These minor criticisms aside, The Classical Debt is engaging reading at a moment when Greece is in crisis (as well as, some might argue, the field of Classics as
an academic discipline) and the future seems uncertain.
I find Marina Satti’s Mantissa a useful complement to Hanink’s discussion.
Though Satti’s lyrics allude to an ancient tradition of probing the future, the video
for Mantissa focuses on an Athens far removed from many stereotypes of Greece.
This juxtaposition, refreshing in its views, yet raises the question: will Greece continue to be characterized in relation to a classical past? Do Greeks want to be thus
characterized? And can one acknowledge the ancient past of Greece without contributing to the classical debt that Hanink deftly exposes and examines? Hanink’s
book, and Satti’s song, suggest that there are degrees of reference and appropriation,
there ought to be awareness of these processes and their consequences, and above
all, there is hope.
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